This book consists of 25 commendably succinct chapters, mainly written by those who were involved in one or more aspects of the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) that started in 2002.

This outbreak of atypical pneumonia started in the Guangdong Province of Mainland China and spread to Hong Kong and then to other parts of the world. Thirty-two countries were affected and over 8000 cases were reported, resulting in about 1000 deaths. Most of these deaths occurred in the Far East.

In a way, the most remarkable feature of this hitherto unrecognized emerging virus infection is the speed with which the pathogen was identified and sequenced, and also the rapidity of the development and use of diagnostic tests, resulting in an understanding of the epidemiological and clinical features of infection. Conventional viral identification techniques, together with the application of molecular technology, were of major importance. However, the story presented within the chapters of this book is a testament to international collaboration between laboratory workers, clinicians and epidemiologists in which co-ordination by the World Health Organization (WHO) played an important role. Although all seems quiet on the SARS front at the time of writing, it would be surprising if infection does not re-emerge and spread. However, the lessons learned from the recent outbreak and highlighted in the chapters in the book will be invaluable for infection control, thereby hopefully reducing morbidity and mortality.

The role played by the network of laboratories involved was largely in place as a result of the WHO strategy for identifying new strains of influenza, and it is significant that the last two chapters deal with 'Lessons for the Future: Pandemic Influenza' (Robert G. Webster and David S. Fedson) and 'Lessons Learnt' (Albert D.M.E. Osterhaus and Malik Peiris). The former chapter stresses similarities, as well as differences, between SARS and influenza.

In order to be prepared, those involved in providing microbiological (and virological) diagnostic services, infectious disease clinicians and all those involved in infection control should ensure that they have ready access to this book. The editors must be congratulated on ensuring that all 25 chapters were produced and edited only three years after the first cases were reported -- no mean achievement.
